THE  GULF OF  PEARLS

Motor launches, mahelas, row-boats, and canoes fussed
about the ship, waiting for the tide to carry her over the
bar and into the open Gulf. Above the palm trees towered
the masts of the Iranian navy, ships riding at anchor, where
the Karun River flowed into the Shatt. The Tiger> the
admiral's flagship, steamed down the river, her green,
white, and red flag superimposed with the Persian lion
within a coronet of leaves.

Rumi told us how the Shah once inspected his navy.

"The Agent of Heaven in this World boarded a war-
ship and expressed a wish to put to sea. He waited.
Nothing happened. He sent someone to find out why
the engines had not started. The messenger did not
return. The Brother of the Moon sent another man* He
disappeared also, as did a third. At last they all returned
together with the captain, who explained that he had just
discovered that the last admiral but three had sold the
engines!"

Where we rode at anchor in our mail steamer, a statue
of Riza gazed over the water. The busy mahelas finished
their work and faded towards the shore. The occupant
of a single canoe, outlined against the gathering dusk,
dipped a spoon-shaped paddle into the smooth water. An
oil-fed flame glared through the tree trunks, black smoke
trailing away into the distance, mingling with the evening
clouds of autumn, and seeming to stretch in full circle round
the horizon. The ship weighed anchor and floated down-
stream past the lights of Khorram-Shahr twinkling through
the trees beyond blackened ruins of the warehouses burned
to the ground in the record summer of 1935. The voice
of the quartermaster, as he swung the lead, mingled with
the lapping of the quiet water. The flare leapt higher,
illuminating the sky to a sullen red. Here and there the
fringe of palms thinned to disclose a shore sandy and
lifeless. The lights of Abadan twinkled through the
evening haze. The headlamps of a car sped across the
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